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The futile quest for honesty in reflective writing: recognising self-
criticism as a form of self-enhancement 
Introduction 
Recent decades have witnessed an increase in reflective portfolios and reflective blogs for 
students in a range of disciplines in higher education (Macfarlane & Gourlay, 2009; van Wyk, 
2017).  These reflections can range from traditional text-based forms of presentation to 
examples employing multi-media formats, however, text-based formats continue to 
dominate (Mann & Walsh, 2013).  In higher education reflective writing tasks can be 
peripheral to the academic requirements of the module or programme and therefore do not 
form part of student assessment.  However, they can also play a more formal role being 
pivotal to the assessment of the student.  In these cases, the stakes are higher (Ross, 2014).  
The formal, assessment-focused role is becoming more prominent, particularly on 
professional programmes.  This is frequently reflected in the use of portfolios as a method 
to record and evidence the achievement of particular student competencies set out in 
module or programme requirements or as part of external professional accreditation 
demands (Denney, Grier & Buchanan, 2012).  This, it is argued, has tended to shift the focus 
of reflective practice to more of a tool of accountability and competence recording which in 
turn influences how it is perceived by students (Perryman et al, 2017).  Several 
commentators have drawn attention to the effects of these power relations and the 
resulting strategic manner in which students approach reflective writing tasks (Macfarlane & 
Gourlay, 2009; Bleakley, 2000; Ross, 2011; Siebert & Walsh, 2013).      
For example, in a research study into student teachers’ views of the reflective practice 
requirements in a UK university by Hobbs (2007), it emerged from the participants that 
requiring them to be ‘open’ and ‘honest’ provoked a strategic response and often hostility 
toward the reflective practice requirements.  Hobbs (2007) concluded that course 
participants are left with either the option of revealing only the ideas that would be looked 
upon favourably or manufacture strategic beliefs and opinions that comply with the 
assessors’ views.  She further added that, ‘it seems only natural to feel resentment towards 
a stipulation that asks one to be open and honest about one’s beliefs whilst implying that a 
certain response is preferable’ (p. 413).  Similarly, research by Ross (2014) into reflective 
writing in higher education programmes in a UK university also reported that students 
(across a range of different programmes) were strategic and audience-aware in their 
reflective writing.  Hence the reflective task can become, what Ball (2000) calls, a ‘strategy 
of impression management’.   
Some studies have specifically explored the performative techniques used by students’ in 
their reflective writing.  Thomas and Liu (2012) for example, in their analysis of prospective 
teachers’ reflections in a university-based teacher preparation program in the US, found 
that the pre-service teachers used several techniques to paint their practice in a positive 
light.  They identified a process of ‘Sunshining’, a technique used to paint the self in a 
positive light.  They noted that reflections commenced with very positive statements about 
classroom experiences and would never include statements that would not be flattering of 
the pre-service teacher.  Sunshining contained three main elements: the use of academic 
‘buzzwords’ from their course of study in describing their practice, ‘downtoning’ negative 
experiences that did not paint the self in a positive light and ‘blame-shifting’ where others 
were blamed for lesson failures.  It is understandable when one is being judged that there 
would be a compulsion to present the self in a positive light, as Hobbs (2007) notes;  
it’s instinctual to downplay one’s faults and accentuate one’s strengths when being 
assessed or analyzed. When one is asked to reflect on his/her strengths and 
weaknesses as part of a required, graded course assignment, it seems, then, that 
genuine examination of self is already a lost cause. (Hobbs, 2007, p. 410) 
The strategies described by Thomas and Liu (2014) are consistent with self-serving 
attributional bias notions in psychology and reflect studies that have highlighted the 
dominance of external attribution of negative experiences in order to safe-guard one’s self-
esteem (Knoblauch & Chase, 2015; Georgiou et al, 2002).   
A similar strategy of hiding one’s faults and failings was identified by Ross (2011).  Drawing 
on the metaphor of the mask, Ross (2011) highlights six different types of masks used by 
students to present their reflections, mindful of the high-stakes nature of assessment, 
particularly when such reflections are presented online.  These masks include:  
performance, disguise, protection, transformation, discipline and trace.  Therefore, as the 
examples above highlight, reflections are performative in nature and can be seen as a 
strategic way to disguise and downplay perceived weaknesses.   
The need for ‘honesty’ in reflections 
Recognition of the performative nature of students’ reflections and how there is a tendency 
to present the self in a positive light and disguise or downplay one’s faults had led to calls 
for reflection to be more ‘honest’.  For example, Howard (2003) notes that to become 
culturally relevant, teachers must engage in ‘honest’ critical reflection.  Similarly, Scales et al 
(2013) argues that reflection, ‘forces us to be honest with ourselves and recognise not only 
our successes but areas where we need to improve’ (p. 27).  Likewise, within Medical 
education, Gostelow and Gishen (2017) provide tips for enabling ‘open and honest’ 
reflections to help students make sense of experiences in order to improve.  ‘Honesty’ 
therefore appears to be an important goal in reflective writing in higher education, driven 
by concerns that there is scope in such reflection tasks to ‘manufacture’ experience and 
insight and engage in Sunshining of one’s experience or practice.  However, what is meant 
by ‘honesty’ in reflections?  When one reads between the lines, ‘honesty’ appears to equate 
to engaging in less self-praise and being more self-critical.   
Recognising self-criticism as a form of impression management 
Preuss and Alicke (2017) note that more recently, a more nuanced view of self-
enhancement and self-protection is emerging that downplays the pervasiveness of self-
serving biases and points to more nuanced and subtle ways in which people maintain a 
positive image of the self.  Arguing for the co-existence of both self-enhancement and self-
criticism, they argue that people don’t necessarily engage in self-enhancement if the reality 
unequivocally contradicts their claims.  In such situations self-enhancement can be replaced 
by self-criticism.  In their study, exploring three types of negative self-serving attributions, 
they found that people will engage in self-criticism, viewing their faults worse than the 
average person however what these shortcomings say about the type of person they are, 
will be downplayed.  They also found that in order to deflect unfavourable inferences about 
their character as a result of self-criticism, people tend to view their faults as temporary and 
unrepeatable.  Thirdly, they noted that another way in which people mitigate their own bad 
behaviours is to present them as less serious than the harms perpetrated by others on 
them. 
The findings of Preuss and Alicke (2017) aligns with earlier work by Grayson (1983) who 
argued that people can engage in a number of ‘manoeuvres’ of self-criticism to maintain 
self-esteem and that some of these manoeuvres are particularly effective when being 
performed for an audience.  While Grayson (1983) describes many different manoeuvres, 
the most relevant in the context of student reflections on their own performance include 
criticism of the performance, the trampoline effect, camouflage and left-handed insults.   
Criticism of the performance is a manoeuvre aimed at preserving high standards, as 
criticising one’s performance rather than the high standard, reaffirms the importance of 
the standard and hence plays homage to the higher education programme’s 
requirements.   Grayson (1983) explains the almost contradictory nature of this position 
arguing that;  
The underlying logic is: "l am very dissatisfied with how I did. Therefore, I must be 
better than this performance indicates." Second, criticism of the performance 
reaffirms the importance of the lofty standard. The self-blame implies that the 
standard should be reached. The reasoning here is: "l should perform at a much 
higher level. Therefore, that higher level is the real me." (p. 18) 
In the trampoline effect one engages in severe self-condemnation so as to justify the 
antithetical very positive judgment later.  In this black-or-white thinking there is no 
mediocrity hence if one is terrible, they can also, on another occasion, be brilliant.  
Camouflage is a manoeuvre that disguises genuine reasons for remorse or shame 
through spurious self-blame. This can be done through presenting a ‘red herring’, where 
the real source of guilt or shame is masked by a spurious reason for self-blame.  Finally, 
left-handed insults are manoeuvres that involve blaming oneself in such a way as to call 
attention to one's favoured qualities, for example, ‘my problem is I am too kind and 
committed to the profession’. 
Mapping the spectrum of self-enhancement techniques in reflective writing 
Therefore, we view self-criticism and self-praise as being two sides of the same coin in that 
they play a similar function in attempting to present the self in a positive manner.  
Recognising that self-criticism can also be seen as a form of self-enhancement, the various 
potential techniques available to students in reflective writing to present the self in a 
positive light could be placed along a spectrum from techniques of self-praise to techniques 
of self-criticism (See figure 1.). 
 
 
Figure 1. The spectrum of self-enhancement techniques in reflective writing  
 
As figure 1 highlights, there are many possible ways students can engage in self-
enhancement in reflective writing ranging from confessional accounts involving self-criticism 
to more positive accounts of self-praise.  Starting with the self-praise elements of the 
continuum, the most obvious technique is ‘Sunshining’ (drawn from the work of Thomas 
and Liu (2014)) where the individual paints their experiences and practices in a positive light 
and does not mention any negative aspects.  Less explicit forms of self-praise also include 
‘Good, but more to do’ statements, where the student presents a positive aspect of their 
practice or of their personality but proceeds to note that this needs further development 
and improvement – hence it is Sunshining with some partial cloud.  ‘Left-handed insults’ are 
another form of self-praise but are on the surface presented as self-criticism – therefore 
greater cloud.  This as an implicit form of self-praise as this technique ultimately draws 
attention to positive or favoured qualities or personality traits.  We have placed insights and 
revelations in the middle of the spectrum as they are neither self-criticising or self-praising 
but are nonetheless used as a form of self-enhancement as they emphasise what the 
student has learned on reflection and what they intend to do in the future but does not 
mention the incident or experience that led them to the insight.  This plays an important 
function in the performance of reflection as emphasising what one has learned, particularly 
when this aligns with programme expectations, contributes to the hidden curriculum of 
emotional performativity (Macfarlane & Gourlay, 2009) that is used to pay homage to the 
value of the programme and the insights achieved by the student.  On the extreme end of 
the self-criticism side, and drawing on the work of Grayson (1983), we have placed criticism 
of performance.  Criticism of performance is the most obvious form of self-criticism, hence 
its position at the end of the spectrum.  This is where attention is focused on not achieving 
programme expectations or emphasising one’s failings.  Based on the work of Preuss and 
Alicke (2017) one would expect to see such failings presented as temporary and not 
reflective of the individual’s actual capabilities.  Hence criticisms are often set in the past 
tense and therefore presented as weaknesses of failings they subsequently overcame.   A 
less explicit form of self-criticism is ‘Blame-shifting’, coined by Thomas and Liu (2014), 
where poor performance is acknowledged but is presented as a result of external factors 
beyond their control reflecting the operation of a self-serving attributional bias. 
Conclusion  
This tentative spectrum of techniques is put forward primarily to encourage debate and 
discussion and whilst there are different arrangements that could be offered, at its heart lies 
the contention that self-praise and self-criticism are two sides of the same coin.  They both 
play a similar function in impression management.   For that reason, calls for greater 
honesty in reflections, which primarily views honesty as being more critical of one’s 
performance, are misguided as they do not recognise the performative nature of self-
criticism in reflections.   
In recognising the power dynamics at play on many social work programmes, where 
students are asked to reflect on their own past lives, Newcomb et al (2018) identified that 
within high stakes assessment regimes, reflection can become a process of engaging in self-
regulation rather than self-exploration - mindful of assessors’ expectations.  For this reason, 
they question what ‘honesty’ is in relation to reflective practice and who is it defined by.  
Noting similar concerns, Ross (2014) argues that assessment undermines the authenticity of 
reflection and challenges the notion that reflection can ever be authentic.  Indeed, does one 
have an authentic self?  Educators therefore need to question the assumptions that exist in 
relation to ‘honesty’ in reflective writing, particularly assumptions that confessional levels 
self-criticism reflects a greater level of student honesty.    Indeed, what messages do 
students take from calls for their reflections to be more ‘honest’?  If students interpret 
‘honesty’ to mean engaging in self-criticism there are several techniques they can employ to 
represent the self in a critical way that achieves the same performance management goals 
as forms of as self-praise.  What opportunities for growth are foreclosed to students when 
they see reflective practice in this way?  Viewed through this perspective, can we really ask 
students to be more ‘honest’ in their reflections? 
These questions raise a number of implications for practitioners.  Firstly, while the ever-
present nature of power relations in reflective practice in higher education has been noted 
by several commentators over the years (Macfarlane & Gourlay, 2009; Bleakley, 2000; Ross, 
2011) many studies within the research literature continue to downplay or ignore its 
presence.  Hence, a recognition of the performative nature of reflective writing needs to 
move from the periphery of the research literature on reflective writing to the mainstream. 
In addition, we would caution that educators in higher education setting reflective writing 
tasks need to explore their underlying beliefs and assumptions and how their own 
positionality also influences students’ reflective writing.  The nature of the task and the 
assessment criteria set may also reflect beliefs and values of the educator that have not 
been explored and that determine the students’ response to the reflective writing task.   
Secondly, we argue that assessing reflections is a questionable exercise.  In alignment with 
others (Siebert & Walsh, 2013), we argue that assessment of reflections adds to what Ross 
(2011) refers to as the, ‘increasingly invasive character of educational practices which 
demand confession and self-surveillance as evidence of progress and learning’ (p. 115).  
Instead, we suggest that perhaps one’s written reflection on an experience should become 
the object to be interrogated and unpacked (rather than the event itself).  If, as argued by 
Bleakley (2000), the performative nature of reflections leads to the individual constructing a 
particular version of the ‘self’, perhaps the task for students should be in unpacking their 
constructions and exploring the self-criticism and self-praise techniques they employ and 
the possible reasons for presenting themselves in the manner in which they have.  Using 
these past reflections as artefacts to be interrogated has the potential to open 
conversations for students presently foreclosed by the current approach to reflection.  
Finally, we argue that future research could further explore the presence of techniques of 
self-criticism to examine if other techniques are present so that a more extensive typology 
of techniques of performance management are identified.   
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